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1873 the mints of the United States, France, Switzerland, Italy,
Belgium, and Greece were open to the free coinage of silver as
well as of gold. In other words, these countries had bimetallic
currencies while Germany had a silver currency. About that
time, however, the position was radically changed by the
passing of measures hostile to silver in several European coun-
tries. Germany changed from silver to gold, following upon
which all the countries mentioned above closed their mints for
the free coinage of silver. Italy, the United States, Austria-
Hungary, Russia, and Japan were establishing a gold standard
and buying gold. The movement resulted in a substantial
increase in the demand for gold, the supply became inadequate,
and the shortage was accentuated by a falling-off in production
at the mines. The result was a monetary contraction in gold-
standard countries accompanied by a general fall in the level
of prices. In Great Britain wholesale prices fell by approxi-
mately 40 per cent, between 1871-5 and 1894-8. But this was
not all. Superimposed, as it were, upon the fall in prices due
to these more distant causes the continued pressure of supplies,
particularly of wheat, from overseas countries added to the
difficulties of arable farmers, indeed it was common at the time
to attribute the agricultural depression solely to foreign com-
petition. The price of wheat fell to the lowest point for more
than a century. Many vivid accounts are recorded of the plight
of farmers at the time, of their desperate struggle against forces
they could not control, of declining rents, widespread bank-
ruptcies, the abandonment of previously fertile land. It was a
fateful epoch for European agriculture, for the economic posi-
tion of the agricultural communities forced statesmen, at least
in the continental importing countries, to listen to the appeals
of the peasants and come to their aid. The agricultural policies
of a number of countries began to assume a more definitely
protective character.

But with the year 1896 the trend of wholesale prices once
more changed its direction and they began to move upwards.
With minor variations the gradual rise continued till the out-
break of the Great War. Monetary influences were still at work.